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INTRODUCTION 


Uncontrolled mine fires originating in exposed coal beds through the 
cts of careless or irresponsible persons present a serious threat to 
uildings, surface property, and the life and health of persons near the 
fected area. Apparently , the seriousness of such fires is not fully 
nderstood by property owners or those residing in the vicinity, » &8-prac- 
ically nothing has been done to alleviate conditions. In many instances, 
uch fires have been active for several years before property owners or 
ivic organizations have shown any interest toward having the fire extin- 
uished, Recommendations by Bureau of Mines investigators in the interest. 
f controlling such fires are seldom followed, as the Bureau ‘cannot provide 
he funds for doing the work. 


Several uncontrolled and widespread fires are burning along the out- 
rop of coal beds and in underground abandoned mine workings within a 25-— 
ile radius of Pittsburgh, Allegheny County, » Pa. If these fires are. per- 
itted to continue to burn unabated, the ultimate results may be far-reaching. 
ost of the outcrop fires investigated are believed to have originated from 
uning rubbish, forest fires, or workmen, hinters, or others building fires 
ear the outcrop of the coal beds, In other instances, smoke and fumes have 
uddenly appeared in the vicinity of abandoned coal-mine openings, indicat- 
ng that a fire has either burned its way along the outcrop of the coal bed 
r has traveled through the abandoned mine from another location. An un-_, 
erground or outcrop coal-mine fire will be very likely to continue to burn 
s long as an oxygen supply is present; and, so far as 1s known, such fires 
Onot stop burning automatically until virtually all combustible mattor 
6 consumed, 


EXAMPLES OF TYPICAL FIRES» 


The. following are some typical examples of active mine fires that have 
- investigated by Bureau of. Mines representatives in Allegheny aa 
ey during the past 5 years: - 


/ The Bureau of Mines will welcome reprinting of this paper provided the 
following footnote acknowledgment is used: "Reprinted from Bureau 
of Mines Information Circular 7434." 
/ Supervising engineer, District A, Health and Safety Division, Bureau of 
Mines, Pittsburgh, Pa. 
Engineer-in-Charge, Health and Safety Division, Bureau of Mines, Johnstown 
Office. 
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Example A 


Through the request of a prospective property buyer, an investigaticn 
was made on Maich 18, 1944, of a widespread coal-mine fire burning in an 
abandoned mine along Route 51 between West Elizabeth and Large, Pa. The 
fire was burning in the Pittsburgh ccal bed, and the cover over the coal 
varied from essentially nothing at the outcrop to 140 feet in thickness. 
Persons living in that vicinity stated that the fire had been burning for 
the past 50 or more years. Apparently, nothing has ever been done toward 
controlling this fire. 3 | 


The prospective buyer was advised that such fires cause property 
values to be reduced, may damage surface buildings or retard plant life, 
and frequently endanger the health of persons living nearby. 


Example B 


The fire chief of Penn Township, Allegheny County, reported a fire in 
an abandoned mine near Crow Hollow Rcad and requested an investigation. 
The investigation, made on April 7, 1945, disclosed that the fire was 
started by highway workmen about one-half mile from the affected area. 
During a period of about 6 years following the origin of the fire, it had 
burned about 2,600 fect through the abandoned workings of a mine that had 
discontinucd operation in 1911; : 


Stripping operations in accordance with the recommendation made by 
the Bureau investigator were begun immediately, and within a week all 
traces of the outcrop fire had disappeared. While stripping operations 
eradicated evidence of fire at that location, it is believed that the 
fire will continue to be active until the oxygen supply is depleted. 
During the investigation, another outcrop fire was discovered about 2 
miles east of Crow Hollow Road, which maybe a continuation of the same 
fire. 


Example C | : ° 


Through the request of property owners, three separate investigations 
were made on December 18, 1943, ‘April 28, 1944, and February 1, 1946, of 
an outcrop mine fire at West Wilmerding, North Versailles Township, Alle- 
gheny County, Pa. The fire was active, had been burning 35 to 40 years, 
and was endangering the lives of persons and damaging surface property in 
the vicinity of Homer Street. According to infcrmation obtained during 
the investigation, the fire had burned at least 4 miles along the outcrop 
in the Pittsburgh coal bed from the place where it originated. It is now 
active beneath several dwellings that will have to be relocated or aban<- 
doned in the more cr less near future, One of the dwellings along the cut 
crop was abandoned several years ago, after its occupants became violently 
sick from fumes entering the dwelling. The fire has now reached a location 
where it will do considerably more damage, since it is burning within a 
thickly populated section of the community. The fire is on a steep hill- 
side, and the overburden increases rapidly from the outcrop to approxi- 

- mately 300 feet in thickness. | 7 | 
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Stripping operations and back-filling were recommended by the inves- 
tigators, but this will entail considerable work and expense whenever it 
is done. 


Example D 


Through a request made by the city clerk at Glassport, ‘Allegheny 
County, Pa., an investigation was made on January lk, 19h6, of an outcrop 
mine fire burning in the Pittsburgh coal bed on property owned by a resi- 
dent within the city limits of CaBREROMES Pa. | 


The fire started by burning rubbish at the drift opening of an aban- 
doned coal mine that had been burning about 7 years when an opening ap-. 
peared on the surface about 800 feet from.a dwelling and about 1,000 feet 
from the place where the fire originated. The opening to the surface acted 
as a vent, and the products of combustion issuing to the surface through 
the opening aroused the property owner's interest in having something done 
about the situation. 


Recommendations were made to fill all openings and surface breaks 
with incombustible material and ultimately the fire region should be han- 
dled by stripping operations to remove the burning material. 


Example E 


An cutcrop fire in the vicinity of the Restland Memorial Park, Turtle 
Creek, Allegheny County, Pa., was investigated on February 6, 1946, through 
a request made by the owner of the park. 


-The caretaker's éveiling: located some distance von the. suspected 
fire area, was.vacated; and its occupants were hospitalized, as a result 
of breathing fumes from the fire. Persons employed to dig graves were 
also affected with fumes from the fire. .The fire was active in the Pitts- 
burgh coal bed and was first observed some distance inside an abandoned 
mine oponing, Toners that the fire could have traveled from another 
location. ~ 


pesommnant oak were aede es seal the drift openings and fill athee 
surface openings that:-might appear with incombustible material, as a means 
of retarding the progress of the fire, although there was no absolute 
guarantee that the fire could be extinguished by this procedure. 


Example Fo 


On two occasions - March 17, 1942, and October 8, 1946 - an outcrop 
mine. fire was investigated in Baldwin Township, Churchview Avenue, Alle- 
gheny County, Pa., at the request of an operator of a small coal mine in 
that vicinity. The fire was active in the Pittsburgh coal bed and was 
started by burning brush over an abandoned drift opening about 4 years 
before the initial investigation. 
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A’ recommencation was made to strip the surface for a safe distance, 
remove the fire, and beck-fill the excavation with incombustible material; 
this procedure usually is expensive, but also it usually accomplishes the 
desired result. 


Example G 


An sence mine fire» was tavee ated on April 15, 1943, ° near Ardmore 
Boulevard, Wilkinsburg, Allegheny County, Pa., which was found to be ac- 
tive in the Pittsburgh coal bed. There was no immediate threat of prop- 
erty damage, but, in time, the fire would eventually affect valuable 
dwellings and present a serious hazard to the life and health of these 
persons liv: ing in ‘that vicinity. 


The investigatcrs recommended that all. open? ngs in the vicinity of 
the fire be sealed by the use of a bulldozer and that the incombustible 
material used in the fill be firmly packed. © 


Examole H 


During August 1943, an investigation was made of a mine fire in 
Kennedy Townsnip, Allegheny, Pa., and the fire was found to be active 
in and around the outcrop of the Pittsburgh coal bed. The fire was wide- 
spread and had been burning for many years. Over $50,0CO had been spent 
to control the fire in the interest of protecting a county road.. Smoke 
and fumes from the fire were menacing persons living. in the vicinity. 


Stripping operations and removal of hot materials were recommended 
by the investigator; fires of this type are often very persistent and 
extinguishment is aa only after several attempts. 


Example I 


On May 26. 1°46, an investigation was made of a mine fire in an aban- 
doned mine in Greentree Borough, Allegheny County, Pa. Dense smoke was 
issuing from small openings in a cave hole, which was adjacent to the bot- 
tom of a refuse bank that had been burning fcr several years. The smoke 
from the underground fire was first noticed during the morning of May 22, 
1946, If this fire continues unchecked, it will be very likely, in time, 
to affect the Greentree tunnel of the Pittsburgh & West Virginia Railroad. 
The tunnel is 4,700 feet in penetey and intersects the Pittsburgh coal bed 
near its we ees end. 


_, Recommendations were made to fill all surface breaks and other open- 
ings to the underground workings as a means of retarding the progress of 
the fire until the hot materials could be removed or extinguished. 

Example J 
An underground fire was investigated on November 29, 1946, in Moon 
Township, in response to a request by property owners in that vicinity. 
Indications of fire were observed, and dense smoke was issuing from cave 
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holes. This fire was active in the Pittsburgh coal bed, and it is be- 
lieved tao have started zxOm Durarns brush near an ene. to the aban- 
doned mine. ; 


Recommendations were made by the investigators to retard the fire by 
filling the openings with inccmbustible materia! and to trench around or 
remove the hot materials. | 


Ex zoupre K 


‘During the construction of the. Pittsburgh Municipal Hospital several 
years ago, representatives of the Bureau of Mines were requested to sure 
vey that location to determine the extent of an underground mine fire. 

It was definitely found that an active mine fire did exist in an abandcned 
coal mine near the hospital. This is undoubtedly the same fire that was 
investigated by Bureau personnel during the construction of the Pitt Sta- 
dium abcut 20 years ago. 


CONCLUSIONS 


Numercus other underground and outcrep fires are known to be burning 
in Ailegheny County and adjacent counties in Pennsylvania, and similar 
fires in many other parts of the country have not been reported to or 
investigated by representatives cf the Bureau of Mines. 


Uncontrolled mine fires are very likely to continue to spread, and 
the damages to property and to the health cf persons living in the vici- 
nity of the fire will increase proportionately unless prompt measures 
are taken to extinguish them or retard their progress. If these widely 
separated mine fires are to be controlled, the work will have to be 
handled as a project and at the expense ’of the general public, since the 
cost, in most instances, would far exceed the value of the individual 
properties involved at any particular time or place... 


The project would usually consist of stripping along the outcronv of 
the coal beds that have been partly mined and abandoned, back-filling with 
incombustible material, excavations, drilling, flushing, flooding the 
region, and in many cases relocating buildings that interfere with fire- 
control operations. The result of such a project weuld be that many of 
the outcrop fires would be extinguished by the removal of burning mate- 
rials, and the progress of other active fires beneath heavy overburden 
would be retarded. Equipment and trained perscnnel for such a project 
may be obtained through contracting companies engaged in stripping oper- 
ations; however, the work should be supervisod by a person experienced 
in the hazards of underground mine fires. 


In several instances, outcrop fires cr firos that have occurred in 
abandoned mines could have been extinguished relatively casily upon dis- 
covery by removing the burning material or trenching ahead of the fire 
with a powcr shovel; however, because of lack of funds, failure to rec- 
ognize the hazard, disinterest, or procrastination, many of these firos 
have attained such proportions that extinguishment is impossible, 
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and efforts to isolate or to eta the spreading of the fire will be 
extremely difficult and costly. | 


In the: interest of protecting life and property, immediate steps 
should be taken to extinguish or control all underground and outcrop 
mine fires upon discovery, and efforts should be made to extinguish or 
control those that are known to be active; moreover, provisions should 
be made to protect outcropping coal beds and surface openings leading 
to abandoned mines from being ignited. This problem is acute in Alle- 
gheny County, Pa., but it exists also in many other coal- mining regions 


in several Statea. 
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